in the long, long line of Christians to be martyred for the faith.
The story of this well-loved saint is told in the Acts of the Apostles, chapters 6 and 7. According to this account Stephen was selected by the apostles to be one of seven ministers to the poor, especially the widows, in the early Church. He was chosen because he was "of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom"'; he was also a man "full of grace and power." He not only saw to the fair distribution of alms but also preached to the people with fervor and logic of the new religion.
And God helped with great wonders and signs. But Stephen ran afoul of the members of the synagogue, who claimed that he had spoken words of blasphemy zolding a book and apalm against Moses and God. able, German (Worms), He was dragged before (esmuseum in Darmstadt the Sanhedrin for trial, but "all that sat in the council ... saw his face as it had been the face of an angel." And Stephen preached a long sermon recounting the mercies of God toward Israel through the centuries and the ungratefulness with which Israel had repaid these mercies. He concluded with an indictment against those who had betrayed the Christ whose coming the prophets had foretold. The council of Jews was infuriated. But Stephen, looking up "steadfastly into heaven," said, "Behold, I see the heavens
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The To be sure, the little soul is often shown being carried to heaven by angels, and sometimes Stephen is presented with a crown.
Since the deacon saint on the face of our reliquary is undoubtedly Stephen, we may more accurately guess at the object which he once held in his hands. The Saint Stephens at Sens and at Chartres hold a book-the gospels which he preached so ardently. He frequently carries not only a book but a palm, reward of those who died for their faith. Sometimes, as at Bamberg, he is shown with a stone or a pile of stones, instruments of his death. In the thirteenth century, however, the period of our statuette, craftsmen preferred to represent Saint Stephen with a book, thus emphasizing his ministry rather than his martyrdom. So we can best imagine our saint with an elaboratelyv decorated book in his hands similar to the reliquary of Saint Stephen in Leningrad. The relic was probably enshrined within the book or incorporated in the design of the cover protected by a crystal for all to see.
When our reliquary figure was exhibited in Bruges in I902 it was catalogued as a "precious monument of Mosan goldsmith's work" of the first quarter of the thirteenth century. There The abbey of Marche-les-Dames had its origin in the twelfth century as a retreat for 139 noble ladies whose husbands went off to fight in the crusade for the Holy Land. Many of the knights did not return, and so their widows remained in their peaceful retiring place. It is pleasant to think that perhaps one of the knights who finally came safely home brought with him a relic which he presented to the bereaved group of women and that later our little statuette was fashioned to contain the relic. Since Saint Stephen was originally appointed by the apostles to care for widows this choice of saints would seem to be appropriate.
M. Courtoy has checked the unpublished archives of Marche-les-Dames and unfortunately has found no record of our reliquary. In a recent conference with this eminent art historian in Namur, however, another possibility for the provenance of our piece was suggested. Near Marche-les-Dames was a Benedictine abbey dedicated to Saint Stephen, the abbey of SaintEtienne of Nameche. Founded in the eleventh century, it became a priory of Cluny in the twelfth century and was thus brought into close contact with the great abbey in Burgundy. Toward the middle of the thirteenth century the priory fell upon hard times but was restored about I263. In the sixteenth century it was suppressed, and its possessions turned over to the parish church of Nameche.
Our Saint Stephen may well have been made for this monastery, the only one in the region dedicated to Saint Stephen. The French influence shown in the statuette could have resulted from the association of the monastery with Cluny. Such an undoubtedly expensive piece of goldsmith's work would have been commissioned before the middle of the thirteenth century, when the priory was in financial straits, or after 1263, when it recovered. Because of the style of the engraving on the back of the reliquary, the superb modeling of the face, hands, and drapery of the figure itself, the design of the filigree and other decorative details, all of which are related to works of art of the region dating from the first quarter of the thirteenth century, we would choose the earlier date.
But whether our reliquary came from Marcheles-Dames or Saint-Etienne of Nameche or one of the other religious establishments near Namur, it is now a precious treasure for The Cloisters, beautiful in the manner of material things, shining with an inner spiritual grace.
The lower photograph on page 244 is taken from Ferdinand Courtoy's Tresor du Prieure d'Oignies, Brussels, I953.
